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The Human Story
We don't know how long ago Archaic Indians began to hunt in the canyons of Colorado National Monument, but one of their tools used to scrape hides was found in sediments in No Thoroughfare Canyon just below a piece of charcoal dated at 5,600 years old. The Archaic Indians were eventually succeeded by the Fremont Indians, who hunted and grew corn in addition to gathering piñon nuts and other wild foods. In turn, the Fremont culture vanished about 1,250 to 1,300 years ago to be replaced by the Ute Indians. The Utes lived a more nomadic life and depended upon their horses for hunting and traveling. In 1907, Fruita residents constructed the Fruita Dugway to bring mountain water in wooden pipes from the Uncompahgre highlands to Fruita. Later, cattlemen drove their herds along the narrow dugway trail, which was cut into the precipitous cliffs. Also that year, the Gunnison River was dammed to divert water through the Redlands Power Canal to an electrical generator, and by 1917, the Redlands Irrigation Company sent water down irrigation canals, which can still be seen in the Redlands area. Now, the Redlands area is a growing suburb of Grand Junction. In 1931 during the Great Depression, many unemployed men including local residents began work in local and Federal programs, such as the Civilian Conservation Corps, to hew a road that began at the eastern end of the Monument using hand drills, dynamite, picks, shovels, hand carts, and trucks. In one dramatic accident, nine local experienced men (LEMs) were killed when a poorly designed tunnel collapsed. After the delay caused by World War II, National Park-funded crews finally finished Rim Rock Drive in 1951, connecting the Fruita and Grand Junction entrances of the Monument.
History Ecology

Geology Rich Life in an Arid Land
The Grand Valley has an arid climate, averaging less than 10 inches of precipitation each year. Summer days commonly exceed 100° F, and relatively mild winters with little snow can be interrupted by short periods of intense subzero cold. Without irrigation, the valley would be nearly barren. The cooler and wetter climate of the Monument highlands sustains more abundant plant life, and springs supplement intermittent streams that are used by a varied animal population. Most of the precipitation falls in late summer when large thunderstorms can create sudden flash floods that rush through narrow canyons in the Monument. Water in these narrows can rise several feet in a few minutes and has the force to tumble boulders 5 feet in diameter down the streams! Piñon-juniper forests with an understory of mountain mahogany, serviceberry, sagebrush, and grasses cover most of the highlands above elevations of about 5,800 feet in the Monument. Where fine sand and silt floor the canyons, sagebrush, cacti, and Gambel's oak grow, and cottonwood trees border intermittent streams. But on nearly bare Proterozoic basement rock, sparse vegetation struggles to live.
A surprisingly diverse population of larger mammals inhabits the canyons and highlands: mule deer, mountain lions, bobcats, gray foxes, coyotes, bears, and ringtails. Occasionally, reintroduced desert bighorn sheep can be spotted. The many smaller mammals that form the base of the predator food chain include cottontail and jackrabbits, squirrels, chipmunks, packrats, and multitudes of mice.
Raucous scrub jays, piñon jays, and magpies, tiny rock wrens and titmice, house finches, dark-eyed juncos, mourning doves, Gambel's quail, melodious canyon wrens, and even broad-tailed and black-chinned hummingbirds flit about the trees, grasses, and flowers. Golden eagles and red-tailed hawks soar in and above the canyons and great-horned owls silently search for prey. Peregrine falcons are particularly fond of the rock doves (pigeons) that also nest on the cliffs. Violet-green swallows swoop playfully past visitors near cliff edges. Ravens and turkey vultures make wide sweeps of the skies in search of carrion. Several species of lizards scurry about the rocky terrain but visitors are most impressed with the colorful collared lizards. Although gopher snakes are more common, faded midget rattlesnakes also inhabit the Monument along with spadefoot and red-spotted toads, tree frogs, and clouded tiger salamanders. 
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